I always thought that epidemiology was an esoteric subject which had some overlap with clinical biochemistry. I was therefore intrigued to find that the feeling is mutual: the author states 'Tests can range from the mundane (e.g. body temperature) to arcane (e.g. clinical chemistry values)'. Dr Gerstman defines epidemiology as the study of the distribution, determinants and occurrence of disease-and health-related conditions in populations. The objectives of epidemiology are similar to clinical medicine, but clinical medicine's main unit of concern is the individual patient, whereas epidemiology's is the group.
The book is particularly good at definitions (I now know the difference between 'prevalence' and 'incidence', and that 'crude rate' is not simply a measure of oil prices), backed up by a strong historical background and a wide range of apposite quotations from authors ranging from Walt Whitman to Carl Sagan. Opening chapters deal with concepts in epidemiology, the reproducibility and validity of disease identification, disease classification and measures of disease frequency. More familiar ground is encountered in the areas of risk factors and relative risks, study design, measurement error, and hypothesis testing. Each chapter is accompanied by a useful summary and the now popular 'question and answer' section to enable readers to assess their understanding. A particularly interesting final chapter deals with computing and epidemiology, in which the author states 'today, an epidemiologist without computer skills is as handicapped as he or she would be without statistics or laboratory analysis. In the near future, however, the epidemiologist without computer skills or resources may be unable to function'. I suspect that exactly the same applies to the clinical chemist.
Reading this book was interesting and rewarding; it is well constructed, well written and frequently thought-provoking. Even apart from its insights into epidemiology, this small volume is useful for covering a wide range of 790 Ann Clin Biochem 1999; 36: 790-791 problems which are shared with clinical biochemistry, such as the sensitivity, specificity and predictive value of a test; design and effectiveness of screening programmes; and odds ratios. An interesting section deals with cluster analysis, an important area which should be better understood by clinical biochemists. Although probably too mathematical in some of its approaches to be to everyone's taste, it certainly deserves a place in any well-stocked departmental library. The stated aim of this book is to encourage the reader to 'focus on principles rather than ingesting fact after fact'. It does this, and the result is a radical departure from the standard medical student text. The book is not a textbook of undergraduate biochemistry, or of clinical biochemistry. Rather, it covers the basic principles of biochemical structures and processes relevant to health and disease, illustrated with clinical information and case histories. Chapters cover the structure and function of macromolecules and cells, metabolism, physiology and genetics, with some immunology and haematology, all clearly emphasizing the underlying biochemical principles.
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A 'flow chart of human biochemistry', described in the first chapter, is used as the heading to the remaining 38, with topics covered in that chapter highlighted. This visual approach sets the tone for the book, which also uses a system of 'icons', representing macromolecules, in many of the excellent figures. In addition, each chapter contains 'clinical cases' and 'advanced concepts' in separate text boxes. This means there is less text than the 566 pages suggest, but the size of this book may still discourage some readers. This is unfortunate, and was, at least in part, preventable. The chapter on 'biosynthesis of cholesterol in liver' discusses cholesterol, bile acids, steroid hormones and vitamin D, which are all covered in similar detail elsewhere. Some duplication of facts is understandable, when used to illustrate different principles, but to find a whole chapter essentially duplicated and figures describing vitamin D metabolism in three separate chapters is excessive. There are also a few errors which may cause confusion, and some inconsistencies. Phaeochromocytoma accounts for O· I % or I % of cases of hypertension depending on the chapter consulted, and an attempt to combine the World Health Organization and American Diabetes Association criteria in a table summarizing the diagnostic criteria for diabetes has produced a muddle.
This book achieves the objectives the authors set themselves, and medical students will benefit from reading it and grappling with the principles it contains. Will they do so? Probably not, at least not without encouragement. It is worth reading if you are involved in student teaching, and you may decide to encourage your students to read it, but it is not a reference or postgraduate text for the department library. Hopefully, the second edition will also break with tradition and be shorter than the first.
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